Effects of diazepam and buspirone on reaction time of saccadic eye movements.
Effects of the anxiolytic drugs diazepam and buspirone were studied on the reaction time of saccadic eye movements. The study was performed with 8 healthy volunteers in a double-blind, placebo-controlled way. The purpose was to investigate the putative drug effects on the first step of an attention shifting task: the disengagement of attention. Saccadic reaction time was measured in two conditions: the 'gap' and the 'overlap' condition. In the first condition a delay is present between the offset of a fixation spot and the onset of a target, while in the second condition the offset of the spot is overlapped by the onset of the target. Clear differences in saccadic reaction time in the expected direction were found between the two conditions, with longer reaction times of saccadic eye movements in the overlap condition. The nonsedative anxiolytic buspirone in a dose of 5 mg had no significant effects on saccadic reaction times, while clear effects of diazepam in a dose of 5 mg were established. Diazepam slowed down saccadic reaction times, reduced the number of fast saccades and facilitated the number of slow saccades. However, the effects induced by this drug were identical for the two conditions. The latter result implies that the disengagement of attention is not selectively disrupted by diazepam. Perhaps, the action of diazepam is expressed in other attention factors, such as in shifting attention or in the reengagement of attention. A slowing down of these processes by the vigilance-lowering properties of diazepam might be the cause of the prolonged latencies. The increased latencies of saccadic eye movements induced by a low dose of diazepam may have practical implications.